VOLUME 74 ■ NUMBER 4 ■ CANADIAN JOURNAL OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY ■ OCTOBER 2007 291 A s a student, I tolerated my occupational therapy theory class. I didn't fully appreciate the importance or value of it, and I didn't know how I was going to actually use the concepts, definitions, and models that were being explained to me once I started to practice. It all seemed very abstract and rather esoteric. I wanted to learn how to do things and I didn't see how theory was going to help me do. At that point in my career, theory didn't matter. After reading the article by Hodgetts, Hollis, Triska, Dennis, Madill and Taylor (2007) in the June issue, it appears that my initial response to theory was not unusual. Students often express a desire to learn technical skills over theory and research.
Fortunately, a lot has changed for me in 20 years. The importance of theory (finally) dawned on me in 1991 when I started to work for the Canadian Association of Occupational Therapist's Seniors' Health Promotion Project. My colleagues (Brenda Fraser, Lori Letts, and June Walls) and I set out to develop, demonstrate and evaluate the role of occupational therapists in health promotion with seniors. In a position where there were no role models and no clear parameters for what to do or how to do it, suddenly theory mattered -a lot. I remember re-reading my theory textbook and having the "ah-ha" moment. Theory became a powerful tool that defined me as an occupational therapist. As I transitioned from clinical practice to doing research, theory became even more important to me. Again, it set the parameters for what questions to ask, how to ask them, and what factors to attend to while I was trying to answer them. Theory also provided a framework for explaining what I found, why I uncovered the findings I did, and why and in what contexts the findings mattered.
As editor, I am frequently struck by the lack of acknowledgement and discussion of theory in the research articles that are submitted to me. In fact, the reason that I am writ-ing this editorial is because I recently became aware of the frequency with which I have to ask authors to make the theoretical basis and implications of their work more explicit during the manuscript revision process. Writing a research article is about more than just presenting the methods and results. It is also about the theory or theories that informed:
(1) the thinking behind the work, (2) the decisions that were made during the course of the work, and (3) how the findings and their interpretation provide direction for theory development, revision, or nullification. Theory matters on so many levels -in practice and in research. Theory and its application define us as a discipline, separating us from other professions who may, on the surface, appear to perform similar functions. Theory defines and sets parameters on the way we think, what we focus on, and how we interpret what we see.
If the role of theory is not acknowledged in the articles submitted to CJOT, it seems to me that there are two potential explanations: (1) Theory was not used to begin with, or (2) Theory was used, but not explicated by the authors. As a researcher, educator, and editor, I don't want to accept the first explanation because it leaves me with a sense of hopelessness, failure, and negativity -individually and professionally. I must believe the second explanation because this option allows me to envision a future where our theories are recognized, valued, and used to define and explain our unique contribution to the world, and predict and measure the outcomes of our efforts.
As a scholarly journal, CJOT plays a critical role in ensuring that theory is explicit in the research that is reported within its covers, and that the links across research, theory, practice, and policy are clearly articulated so that we can advance the discipline. Without explicit discussion of theory in our science, there is no scholarship.
